








Anxiety

in Children

Many children have fears and worries and may feel sad and hopeless from
time to time. Strong fears may appear at different times during
development. For example, toddlers are often very distressed about being
away from their parents, even if they are safe and cared for. Although fears
and worries are typical in children, persistent or extreme forms of fear and
sadness could be due to anxiety or depression. Because the symptoms
primarily involve thoughts and feelings, they are sometimes called

internalizing disorders.

Treatment
for
Anxiety

6JG ,TUV UVGR VQ VTGCVOGPV KU VQ VCNM YKVJ

a healthcare provider such as your child's
primary care provider, or a mental health
specialist, about getting an evaluation.
The American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP)

that
routinely screen children for behavioral and

recommends healthcare providers
mental health concerns. Some of the signs
and symptoms of anxiety in children could
be caused by other conditions, such as
trauma. It is important to get a careful
evaluation to get the best diagnosis and
health
provider can help determine if medication
should be part of the treatment. A mental
health professional can develop a therapy
plan that works best for the child and family.

treatment. Consultation with a

e Behavior therapy includes child therapy,
family therapy, or a combination of both.

The school can also be included in the
treatment plan. For very young children,
involving parents in treatment is key. Behav-
ior therapy for anxiety may involve helping
children cope with and manage anxiety
symptoms while gradually exposing them to
their fears and help them learn that bad
things do not occur.

¢ Cognitive-behavioral therapy is one form
of therapy that is used to treat anxiety or
depression, particularly in older children. It
helps the child change negative thoughts
into more positive, effective ways of
thinking, leading to more effective behavior.

Managing Symptoms: Staying Healthy
Treatments can also include a variety of ways
to help the child feel less stressed and be
healthier like nutritious food, physical activi-
ty, sufficient sleep, predictable routines, and
social support.Here are some healthy behav-
iors that can play a role in managing symp-
toms of anxiety:

* Having a healthy eating plan centered on
fruits, vegetables, whole grains, legumes (for
example, beans, peas, and lentils), lean
protein sources, and nuts and seeds

e Participating in physical activity for at least
60 minutes each day

e Getting the recommended amount of
sleep each night based on age
e Practicing mindfulness or
techniques

relaxation

Prevention of anxiety

It is not known exactly why some children
develop anxiety. Many factors may play a
role, including biology and temperament.
But it is also known that some children are
more likely to develop anxiety when they
experience trauma or stress, when they are
maltreated, when they are bullied or reject-
ed by other children, or when their own
parents have anxiety.  Although these
factors appear to increase the risk for
anxiety, there are ways to decrease the
chance that children experience them.



When Basic Strategies are Not Enough

What should be done, however, often has | better when we can intervene earlier. COVID-19
adults perplexed. That's because anxiety | contributed to students’ traumatic experiences,
symptoms and reactions vary from child to | highlighting the need for educators to watch for
important pre-referral steps. As more | child. And intervention should be nuanced | warning signs for mental health challenges. It's
incidences of student anxiety, experts based on the intensity and longevity of the | important that educators refer students to receive
warn against being dismissive of anxious behaviors. When someone is | services if they see signs of distress. We must
students’ worries on the one hand or of | concerned about something like anxiety, we | prioritize students’ well-being.

overcompensating by removing have to really work on connecting them to

triggers that contribute to the anxiety theappropriate intervention or services | Five approaches for adults to take in supporting
on the other. That's what not to do. students who are experiencing anxiety:

Taking preventative measures,
acknowledging a student’s reaction to
fears, and teaching coping skills are

sooner rather than later. The outcomes are

Put Effort Into Prevention

Adults can model positive techniques for coping with worry and stress.
For example, a teacher could share with students that they are worried
because they only have 30 minutes to teach a math lesson that typically
takes 50 minutes. The teacher and students could then discuss potential
solutions and reflect on that problem-solving exercise. The teacher can
also recommended two other prevention techniques: gratitude journaling
and ensuring time for making social connections. All adults should
emphasize the importance of healthy habits for children, including good
nutrition, ample exercise, and quality sleep.

Understand When a Higher
Level of Support is Needed

If a student’s anxiety persists beyond six months and pre-referral
interventions — such as teaching coping skills — do not help, it can be
time for more intensive support. In addition, concerning behaviors like
prolonged school avoidance or social withdrawal indicate it may be time
for targeted interventions. Intervention approaches include therapeutic
intervention, a diagnosis evaluation, a referral for Section 504
accommodations, or a special education evaluation. Mental health
professionals can also identify any other psychological conditions.

Celebrate Growth

When students overcome challenges, including a fear that stood in their
way, adults should recognize their efforts. Overcoming fear is a powerful
experience that can help students the next time they feel anxious about a
task. When students overcome challenges, including a fear that stood in
their way, adults should recognize their efforts. The treatment approach is
about learning to tolerate some of the fear to overcome anxiety with a
sense of control. So, students feel, "l battled back against it. | feel so much
better. I'm in control of the anxiety!"
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Acknowledge the
Student’s Reaction
to Anxiety

When a student is worried or anxious, educators should talk with
the student and their parents about the student’s fears. Schools
are working hard to make sure that every child with anxiety is
followed up on. We must listen to the students more and talk a
little less in order to get a pulse on what they're experiencing and
feeling. In addition to better understanding why a student is
worried, adults can determine if the fear relates to a specific
event or experience, such as exam week. That information can
then be used to help the student develop coping strategies.
Educators must take an empathetic approach and validate the
feelings the student expresses. They should avoid approaches
that focus on a student’s weaknesses or what'’s wrong with the
student. Instead, adults should focus on a student’s strengths.

Teach Coping Skills

Not all worries or all anxieties are a problem. In these cases, adults
can help students understand that sometimes worries and

fears are typical reactions to certain events, perhaps a big test or
school performance.

When worries persist, it is helpful to have students list all their
tasks, ranking them from the least scary to the scariest. Educators
and parents can use this “fear ladder” approach to help students
discuss how to accomplish the task, starting with the least scary
approach. Then, when the student has met that goal, an adult can
discuss how to build upon that successwith approaches for other
tasks that cause worry. Again, it's about listing the fears,
recognizing which ones we will tackle, and developing ways to
manage our physiological response.

Letting students avoid events they are anxious about is not
recommended because that can reinforce the fear and prevent
students from developing a healthy response to their fears.



